POWER
prestige—the magic of his name and reputation—his
influence with the Jacobins, the Commune, the people
of Paris and of France. For he had become wellnigh a
symbol. Perhaps not until recent years has there been
such spontaneous adulation of a public man. Children
were named after him in profusion. Letters he received
from individuals and organizations are full of the most
extravagant terms of admiration and devotion. He is
called "Founder of the Republic", "Scourge of
tyrants", "Father of Patriotism", "Beacon, Column,
Keystone of the Republic of France"! One correspond-
ent assures him that he would rather see every drop of
his own blood spilled than permit Robespierre's honour
to be called into question in the slightest degree. Still
another sees him as a Messiah. Not all such protesta-
tions appear to have been insincere, as such protesta-
tions usually are: several people who committed suicide
when news of Robespierre's death reached them, did so
not because they themselves had anything to fear, but
from sorrow and despair at the collapse of all which, in
their eyes, he represented.
This popularity—like a cloud fraught with lightning
at the command of his gesture—menaced and awed his
opponents. But he and they knew that he dared not
summon forth the lightning except as a last resort; that
he dared not even threaten them with it too often, lest
the threat lose its force. It had to remain potential.
Once it smote, nobody could foretell the consequences.
Knowing this, they opposed him on most minor and
some major matters, partly, no doubt, from resent-
ment at his unauthorized supremacy,
Barras, in his memoirs, gives two interesting
glimpses of this fear of Robespierre's prestige. The
first is an account of a stormy session of the Committee
of Public Safety, during which Collot d'Herbois so far
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